et al.: Staten Island Ferry

BY MARY ELLEN MENGUCCI
seagull cries as it swoops
over Battery Park on the
southern tip of Manhattan.
Except for a lone man sitting at a picnic table and a
handful of vendors pre paring their carts for the day
ahead, the park is deserted
on this Wednesday morning in July. Across the
street, South Ferry terminal is similarly quiet. Only a
few delivery trucks are visible, awaiting the arrival of
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Then a foghorn pierces
the air and within seconds,
the sidewalks, exit ramps,
bus stops, and subway ennces surrounding the
ferry terminal are bustling with people. It is the
height of the morning rush hour and nearly
6,000 commuters from Staten Island pour into
the streets, resembling a colony of ants against
the looming skyscrapers.
Five minutes later the area is all but deserted, though the tranquility is fleeting. Less
than a mile away, another crowded ferry glides
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et al.: Staten Island Ferry
through the water of New York Bay, ready to
deposit thousands more passengers onto the
Manhattan shoreline.
And so it goes, day in and day out. In all kinds
of weather. All year round.
••IIIIIIA wenty-two million passengers board
the Staten Island Ferry each year for
the 20-minute, 25-cent round-trip ride
from shore to shore. The voyage,
which includes views of such landmarks as the Statue of Liberty, Ellis
and Governor's islands, and the lower
Manhattan skyline-not to mention
any number of well-known passenger cruise
ships-is one ofthe best bargains in town. Like
the Empire State Building or Times Square, the
Staten Island Ferry is so much a part of New
York that it has become an institution unto itself.
New York is a city of islands and peninsulas,
buffered by the Atlantic Ocean and dissected by
the Hudson, Harlem, and East rivers. It is one of
the world's greatest seaports. And ferryboatslike other ships that ply the same waterwayshave played a large role in making the city what
it is. It's no wonder New Yorkers and tourists
alike find something romantic about traveling
via ferryboat.

So much a part
of New York

that it is
an institution
unto itself

Albeit irregular and hazardous, ferry service
to and from Staten Island dates back more than
200 years, when sailboats transported farmers
and fishermen to New Jersey and Manhattan to
peddle their goods. Service became more dependable in the 1830s, when bathing resorts on
the north side of Staten Island grew into popular
summer retreats. Municipal ferry service began
in the late 1800s.
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Today, a fleet of seven ferries carries more
than 70,000 passengers each weekday, an estimated 90 percent of whom are residents of
Staten Island. While the Verazzano-Narrows
Bridge, completed in 1964, provides Islanders
with an alternate route into New York, the vast
majority of commuters working in Manhattan
opt for the five-mile ferry ride. The vessels serve
as a lifeline to thousands of commuters.
"People from Staten Island view the ferry as
their own and it's really very special to them.
They are very attached to it," says Barbara Jackson. "You can't just change something about the
ferries because you think it's a good idea. You
have to be very sensitive to the fact that this is
their way off of the island. It's kind of a personal
thing."
Jackson does not live on the island. That's
not the source of her appreciation. Rather, as
deputy transportation commissioner overseeing
the Bureau of Transit Operations, Barbara Jackson runs the boats.
"I think at first, no one knew what was going
to happen when I was appointed to this job,"
says the soft-spoken Jackson, formerly deputy
commissioner at the Department of Ports, Terminals, International Trade, and Commerce.
"My reputation at Ports and Trade, depending
upon whom you talked to, was either 'firm, but
fair,' or 'This is a crazy woman. Who knows
what's going to happen."'
In less than a year, Jackson, now 35, has
gained the respect of her new staff-which, in
addition to ferry personnel, includes employees
connected with the city's private bus routes,
paratransit program, and small aircraft control.
She's boosted morale and improved operations,
and her staff seems grateful. Few apparently
care that her predecessors were all men-Jackson least of all. "I never had a job that wasn't
typically male, a girl's job," she says. "So it didn't
seem strange to have me in this role."
Jackson's office, located in the grand Battery
Maritime Building next to the Manhattan ferry
terminal, overlooks the ferry piers. The spacious
and neat room is decorated with a few definitive
belongings: maps of the New York harbor and
prints of famous ships, a Yankee baseball hat and
coffee mug with cat design, some flowers on the
windowsill and a pair of binoculars. On an extra
chair is her briefcase containing, among papers
and pens, her bathing suit- just in case she has a
chance to steal away to the nearby gym for a swim.

I

arbara Jackson is talking on the telephone in her office when she hears the
diesel horn of the ferry blow. She must
hurry if she is going to catch the next
boat to Staten Island, where she plans
to inspect new benches recently built
for the eight or so homeless people
who regularly inhabit the island's St.
George terminal.
In her crimson linen suit and black patent
leather pumps, she boards the boat with just a
hint of pride in her step. A few passengers look
up, recognizing-maybe from her stride-that
she's not just another commuter. Their hunches
are confirmed when she knocks on a door
marked "crewonly."
A pilot opens the door and salutes Jackson,
before stepping aside. The steep stairway leading to the pilothouse was not intended for anyone in high heels, but Jackson climbs without
mishap. She is briefed by the captain about a
mechanical problem that occurred earlier in the
week. A layperson would be baffled by the conversation.
Although the view from the pilothouse is
unobstructed, Jackson is more interested in
peering through the boat's navigational equip-

Commissioner Barbara Jackson
with Captain Freddy White
(above). Throngs of passengersmore than 70, 000- invade the
Statm Island Ferry tem tinals each
day (opposite).
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Captain White and his assistant
navigate the ferry across the New
York Bay (above right). A mate
directs passenger cars aboard the
feny's /owerdeck(opposite).
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ment. "This," says Jackson, "is my favorite part
of the ride." She describes which marks on the
radar screen indicate a nearby barge, the terminal, and a private cruiseboat.
T he 15-minute ride passes swiftly, and the
commissioner heads down to the bridge deck to
disembark. She fades into the crowd of passengers, hurrying to make their connections.
In St. George terminal, Jackson inspects the
new benches. "They look nice," Jackson says
aloud, but frowns when she realizes that the
newly painted benches are occupied by a handful of regular passengers. T he homeless people
are nowhere to be seen. "Well, it will probably
take a few days for the homeless to get used to
these. They've had those great old benches in
the main room for a long time to lie on."
Within seconds, Jackson's on board the ferry
again, heading back to Manhattan for more
meetings.
Jackson, appointed to this post last January,
says her main objective is to improve the quality
of service without detracting from the lore of the

U N I VERSITY

Staten Island Ferry. Keeping the ferries on time
is a major concern.
"People don't always think of it as a ferry.
They think of it as a form of mass transportation
and they rightly expect it to be on schedule,"
says Jackson. Commuters often forget that they
are riding the least expensive and most commodious form of mass transportation in New York.
Jackson calls it the floating subway syndrome.
"I was lucky," she says, "because the fellow
who had this job before me was from the Navy
and he knew a lot about maritime procedures.
He got the ferries to a 99 percent on-time performance-pretty extraordinary for something that
leaves nearly every 15 minutes."
Jackson has seen to it that on-time standards
remain high in her tenure. She has 100 percent
on-time performance routinely, an incredible
feat considering the potential problems inhere nt in load ing and unloading thousands of
people in only minutes. "We can't have a
mechanical problem. We can't have a passenger
that goes running for a boat. T hose things must
be kept under control," she says.
During rush hours, the boats leave the St.
George terminal on Staten Island and South
Ferry terminal in Manhattan approximate ly
every 15 minutes. During off-peak hours, they
run each half hour or hour, around the clock.
Since the ferries are equipped with steering and
navigational equipment at the front and rear, no
time is lost turning the vessels around. The
smalle r boats are capable of loading and unloading in four minutes. T he larger boats, which
carry up to 6,000 people, average an eight- to
10-minute turnaround time.
With scheduling under control, Jackson is
concentrating on the quality of the transportation experie nce. H er staff is improving the
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appearance of the terminals and boats, and considering the purchase of new vessels. They are
creating space for school groups to meet before
the ferry ride, improving restroom faci lities,
enhancing services for disabled passengers, and
formulating new smoking and alcohol policies.
Jackson says passengers can expect to see
small improvements in the next 18 months, but
not profound change. "We're not going to have a
boat leave every 10 minutes instead of every 15
minutes, but when you're on the boat it's going
to be even nicer."

The least
•
expens1ve
and most
commodious
form of mass
transportation
in New York

t's 9 a.m. and most of Commissioner Jackson's staff directors have wandered towards
the conference table for their weekly
meeting. One opens a paper bag and
begins eating a muffin. Many chat about
the work day ahead, over a cup of coffee.
It's a diverse group, yet they seem to enjoy ~i8J
one another's company and the chance to
catch up on news of the various departments
under Jackson's purview.
Jackson's 7:30 meeting at the Department of
Transportation's central office uptown has run
late and, at roughly 9:20, the usually punctual
Jackson arrives, slightly out of breath, apologizing for her tardiness. Without missing a beat, she
seats herself at the head of the conference table
and begins the meeting, knowing full well how
precious her staff members' time is. Altogether

. . . j £.)

these people represent nearly 700 employees in
the Bureau of Transit Operations and budget
authority for more than $150 million.
One director discusses budget priorities.
Others talk about maintenance and engineering
concerns. Personnel matters, including the outstanding employee program, are mentioned.
Jackson fields each question as if she has served
in this post for years. Each director listens
closely.
It is apparent that Jackson enjoys her staff.
She maintains her sense of perspective, even
when a director tells her about the multi-million-dollar repair costs for one of the old ferry
piers, which fell into the ocean over the weekend. She laughs appreciatively when she hears
some good news about the launching of the
paratransi t program. And she jokes with her staff
about a mix-up with a computer print-out sheet.
Though she's not licensed to operate a ferryboat (myriad captains, pilots, and first mates
handle that job), Jackson, a native of Maryland,
brings to her post years of experience with transportation and boats in particular. Her father,
Martin, was a well-known racing skipper. In her
youth, Jackson spent summer weekends and
several weeks each year sailing with her parents.
During the humid Maryland summers, Jackson
and her mother would board the family sailboat
and take up residence.
Jackson says that growing up on a farm and
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et al.: Staten Island Ferry
living on a boat gave her an appreciation for the
environment. "Now things that are good for the
environment, like putting people on a boat,
rather than having them travel in personal cars,
is intrinsically important to me. That's why
water-born transportation is not something that I
think of as an ancient mode or a relic."
After graduating from Providence College in
1976, Jackson enroll<;d at SU as a master's candidate in public administration. She finished in
1978 and began her career working for the city's
Office of Management and Budget, starting as a
staff analyst and later becoming a deputy a~sis
tant director. She joined New Jersey Transit in
1983 as director of financial management. In
1986, she left to become deputy commissioner
of Ports and Trade in New York. There she
supervised waterfront and real estate development, engineering services, and expansion of
private ferry service.
Though Jackson receives a great deal of
attention as director of the Staten Island Ferry,
her role as deputy commissioner encompasses
all sorts of transportation operations around
New York:
Private Ferries. Like the Staten Island Ferries, private ferries transport thousands of commuters (7,000 each day) to and from New York.
While these boats are privately owned, they are
open to the public and that's where Jackson's
office steps in. The Bureau of Transit Operations makes certain that the captains are properly licensed and regulates the vessels providing
services. Jackson initiated the use of private ferries three years ago while working at Ports and
Trade. Now seven different companies cover as
many as 12 routes throughout the five boroughs
and the Hudson River.
Private Bus Companies. Jackson and her staff
oversee operations for seven privately owned
bus companies, regulating the permits that
allow them to operate on city streets. These
buses cover routes in areas that the Metropolitan
Transit Authority does not reach. Together, the
private buses make up the seventh largest bus
fleet in the country.
Small Aircraft. Helicopters, hot air balloons,
sea planes, and blimps are among the flying
vehicles that must receive permits from
Jackson's office to operate in N ew York. When,
for instance, an emergency medical airlift takes
place, her office works with hospitals and police
to assure that a landing spot is cleared and
pedestrians are unharmed. The same is true for
38 •
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Bouy bells
clang and
boat whistles
blow;
commuters
scramble to
board

routine air installations. When an air conditioner
is flown to the top of a building, pedestrians in
the vicinity must be cleared. Jackson's office
generally schedules such installations early on
Sunday mornings and works with the police and
fire departments to ensure the safety of the
building's residents.
Paratransit Program. T he City of New York
will soon launch a paratransit program for transportation-disabled people. Administered by
Jackson's office, it is designed to help New Yorkers who, for one reason or another, cannot use
standard forms of mass transit. Paratransit vans
service their transportation needs.
"These are people who can go to work. T hey
lead perfectly normal lives. It's just that they
can't take mass transportation. And in New
York, if you can't take mass transportation, you
can't do anything. So this program is very exciting," says Jackson.
Jackson's job also includes a slew of ancillary
duties that come with the territory. "I get at least
three phone calls a week after I go home," she
says. "Either because someone has tried to commit suicide on a ferry, or there is a mechanical
problem with a boat, or a question comes up
about a helicopter. I don't even worry that someone in my family has died when the phone rings
at 2 a.m. anymore."
Jackson thrives on the action. "I love this
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job," she says. "I still get a thrill every time I go
on the ferry and the guys salute me."

Though the majority of feny passengers are commuters heading to

t's the height of the evening rush hour and
thousands of commuters channel toward
South Ferry terminal, returning to Staten
Island for the evening. Cabs and buses
sound their horns. Gulls screech overhead.
Buoy bells clang and boat whistles blow
while commuters scramble to board.
Jackson still faces two or more hours of
work in her office, but she takes a moment to
look out at the ferries, which mean as much to
her as to the islanders themselves.
T he boat pulls away from the dock and plies
into the Atlantic. T he harried commuters begin
to relax as the noises of the city fade and the
imposing Manhattan skyscrapers dwindle in
size. Except for the passengers on the outer
decks, few pay attention to the familiar landmarks passing by. They catch up on some rest or
read the day's news. Sightseeing interests few of
the regular passengers. For 25 cents, most of
them will see the same sights twice tomorrow. Sl

andfrom work itt New York City,
school children and tourists also
enjoy the ride.
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